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Jayden Newberry hid in the darkness of night.
She was confident no one would notice her rental car. She had
parked in the same spot nearly every night for over a week, so if
someone did take notice, they would probably think one of their
neighbors had a new car. But of course, assumptions were never a
good idea. Their neighbor did not have a new car. He had a new
mistress.

She watched her bedroom light turn off. Horny
Nick and his girlfriend were at it again.

Patience, Jayden. Patience.

She would wait a little while to make sure
they were in the thick of it. But she had already made sure so many
times that she was on the verge of becoming obsessive. And right
now, she had enough situational disorders to fill a shrink’s
notepad.

She had never thought of herself as a
vindictive person. Violent, either, for that matter. Yet here she
was, stalking her husband and his now not-so-secret lover. For over
a week, she had listened to them gallivant and copulate to
high-pitched squeals and pleas for more. More slapping, more
punching, more whipping. Honestly, if not for the fact he was her
husband, she would have called the cops. Someone was being tortured
beyond the open-screened window. But it always ended the same. No
one died, and it was obvious they had both enjoyed it. Nick and his
guest were participating in a little S&M.

Lovely. She came home to that bed. She slept
there for hours and never knew someone else’s bodily fluids pressed
against her skin. She bit her lip to wash away the image. She was
just relieved they had never had kids. That was the one redeeming
thing about working third shift. She was rarely home at night to
make a baby.

She looked away. Her stomach was in knots. If
she threw up in the rental car, there would be a high cleaning
bill, and that was the last thing she needed. She was going to have
to watch her expenses. Wisconsin was a no-fault divorce state, and
there would be no extra money from Nick’s indiscretions. But she
didn’t want his money, anyway. She wanted revenge.

She wondered how long Nick had been into
S&M. He’d never given her the idea that he was even remotely
interested in it. But now she knew his guilty pleasure. Why not let
everyone else know, too?

Jayden had spent the day while Nick was at
work preparing for tonight’s cinematic event. It had been quite
easy, but she would have to wait and see if it worked out before
she started patting herself on the back. She knew she was being
rash but she didn’t care. She just wanted to get it over with
before she had time to change her mind. And then she would walk
away and never speak to him again.

What she needed was a life-changing event.
Her life sucked, plain and simple. She had a dead-end job at a
canning factory and was constantly being forced to work overtime.
She had no life. And now she had no husband.

She decided it was time. She stuffed her long
brown hair under a baseball cap, zipped up her black jacket, and
exited the car. She walked to the service entrance of the garage.
In the back, behind an unwanted ping pong table standing on edge,
she removed the fifty-five-inch flat screen TV she had lugged up
from the family room in the basement. She struggled with it out the
door, being careful not to step on the extension cord and yank it
out of the outlet. She set it on the driveway next to the sidewalk,
screen side facing the street, and then used a flashlight to make
sure the wiring to the temporary loudspeaker on the power pole was
still intact. It too, faced away from her property. Then, after
sneaking up to the bedroom window to make sure there was still some
action going on, she walked back to the rental car and retrieved
her IPAD from under the seat.

Jayden found the icon she had placed on the
screen, brought up the program, and tested it at low volume to make
sure it worked. The screen from the fifty-five-inch TV lit up,
along with a great high def visual of some naughty people at play.
The audio worked great, too, so she slid her finger across the
volume line to maximize the sound.

The neighborhood suddenly became an outdoor
movie theater. Triple X. For adults only. There was one redeeming
quality about her work; as far as she knew, this was an adult-only
neighborhood. No young kids. Well, there were kids, but she was
quite certain the teenage boys down the street would enjoy the
show.

There was only one thing left to do. She
dialed 911. She had already made sure the GPS was disengaged so the
cops couldn’t find out that she was the one who had called. She
gave her address and told the dispatcher she was certain someone
was being beaten and murdered in the house. Hurry!

She stalled a few moments and relished the
sight of porch lights turning on and people rushing outside. Poor
Nick and his bimbo; they were so engrossed in their actions that at
first they were unaware of their effect on the neighborhood. They
had ignored the tv in the bedroom (Jayden had made sure the sound
was off to keep them ignorant for as long as possible), but when
they finally came up for air and saw themselves in their very own
porn movie and heard the noise outside, it was too late.

Jayden started to laugh, but even then, she
had to quell the sudden sympathy she had for her victims. Kill
the sympathy. He isn’t worth it.

She heard the wail of sirens. They were
getting closer by the second.

She turned the car around and slowly headed
from the scene. She drove down side streets until she thought it
was safe to take the main road. And then she drove to the rental
business, dropped off the keys, and took possession of her own
car.

Good bye, Nick. I hope she was worth
it.
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How the hell did this happen? Ryhs
Finley stifled a mounting eruption of annoyance. Anger threatened
to spew from his mouth like an unchecked GERD attack. Of all the
people to bum a ride with his family, it had to be Lauren Bowers?
Yet here she was, standing in his own kitchen not five feet away,
boldly daring him to say no. And right next to her was Karen,
holding their baby girl, Brittney.

“You don’t mind, do you, Ryhs?” Karen said,
switching Brittney to her other hip, trying to quiet the
five-month-old’s fussing. “I know it’s just a little out of
the way, but Lauren’s mom is sick, her car broke down, and she’s
got to get to Appleton. I just wouldn’t forgive myself if her mom
died and she wasn’t with her.”

Ryhs glanced at Lauren. Her face was downcast
and appropriately sober for Karen’s benefit, but her blue eyes
stared boldly at Ryhs between long strands of blonde hair. She
absentmindedly pulled the hair from her eyes and admired her
newly-manicured nails which sparkled with the newest nail art. “I
just found out an hour ago, Ryhs,” she said, turning a sorrowful
face to Karen. “Right before work was over. Karen, I so appreciate
your kind offer. I just can’t thank you enough.”

Karen hugged Lauren, and Brittney screamed in
protest of being bumped into a stranger. Ryhs turned around and
rolled his eyes, infuriated. He knew exactly what was going on
here, but there was no way he could tell his wife. Not now, after
so much time had passed.

A month ago, Ryhs had stopped by his wife’s
office, used the men’s room, and before he could leave, Lauren
Bowers had barged through the door. She threw herself at him,
audaciously reached for his manhood, and impudently begged him with
her eyes to respond. At first, Ryhs had tried to gently extricate
himself, trying to find the right words to say. All he could think
of at that moment was that his wife was down the hall waiting for
him. Lauren was Karen’s co-worker. But more than that, Lauren was
also her boss. If Ryhs wasn’t careful, the self-assured and
overly-confident Lauren would make Karen pay for his rebuff.

Ryhs also knew that Lauren had just divorced
her third husband. No surprise there. It was obvious she could get
a man, but just as obvious she couldn’t keep one. Lauren was still
young: thirty-five years old, tall, and fashionably thin. She was
beautiful, actually. But Ryhs did not find her attractive. She was
superficial and mean-spirited. But more important, he loved his
wife more than he loved himself. He loved his little girl and the
life they all shared together. Some of his friends would have
jumped at the chance to be with Lauren. But he wasn’t one of them
and he never would be.

When Lauren had grabbed Ryhs, his body had
automatically started to respond to her groping fingers, but just
as suddenly it had stopped. Anger overcame him but he carefully
pulled away. “Thank you, but no thank you,” he had said, looking
her in the eye. “You’re my wife’s boss, and she thinks you’re a
friend. I’ll pretend this never happened.”

Ryhs Finley glanced at his image in the
mirror before leaving the bathroom. For some reason, he almost felt
guilty, though common sense told him he had no reason to be. His
blue-gray eyes looked smoky, his jaw set. He tried to relax, and he
brushed a hand through his dark brown hair. He shook his wide
shoulders as if shaking off a chill, and he left the bathroom,
careful to ignore a fuming Lauren.

Ryhs sat down in front of Karen’s desk and
tried to relax, his emotions conflicted. He wanted to tell her what
had just happened, but now was not the time. Suddenly Lauren was
standing beside him, telling him how lucky he was to have Karen for
a wife. She was a wonderful employee, but more than that, a good
and trusted friend.

“I hope you treat her right, Ryhs,” she said.
“I’m sure you will . . . Or do, I mean.” She laughed lightly.
“Because if you don’t, I know a very handsome man who would just
love to find her available.”

Karen looked puzzled, as if unsure how to
interpret Lauren’s words. Ryhs watched Karen. He knew she wasn’t
the most worldly person, even a little naive, and totally unlike
Lauren. But Karen did think of Lauren as a friend, and the way she
looked from Lauren to Ryhs, she seemed to be thinking that Lauren
was flirting in a roundabout way with Ryhs. Or, perhaps, a
thinly-veiled threat?

Ryhs wasn’t sure how Karen was taking this.
He was about to confront Lauren but he knew it could backfire on
him. The idea of what Lauren had just done in the bathroom seemed
ludicrous. Karen might not believe him. And so he chose to overlook
it. It probably would never happen again anyway. And hopefully,
Karen would find another job which would solve the problem
completely. In the end, he chose to remain silent for fear there
would be the slightest doubt in Karen’s mind. He didn’t think he
could stand to have her look at him with suspicion.

“Ryhs?” Karen asked him now. “Helloooo . . .
Ryhs? You there?” Karen laughed, a bit nervously. It was obvious
she wanted to help Lauren, yet she did not want to upset Ryhs.
“Lauren’s mom lives on the west side of Appleton. We can just get
off the freeway, drive a few minutes, and be there. Then we can be
back on our way to Milwaukee. That okay, hon?”

Ryhs bit the bullet and smiled. “Sure. No
problem.”

Two hours later with yet another hour to get
to Appleton, Lauren revealed the real reason she wanted to be with
the Finleys. Sitting in the back seat behind Karen, she casually
reached over and stroked Brittney’s hair. “Such a beautiful child
you two have. Did you know your little baby girl will soon have her
very own half-brother or sister? I simply can’t wait.”

“What?” Karen said. Her forehead wrinkled in
confusion. “You’re pregnant? Your baby will be Brittney’s
half-sister or brother?” Karen looked at Ryhs, then turned and
confronted Lauren. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Ryhs stared in the rear-view mirror and
watched Lauren become an actress worthy of an Oscar. Incredulity
made him pause in disbelief.

“I’m sorry, Karen,” Lauren said, her voice
steeped with concern. “I really didn’t want you to find out like
this. But honestly, you need to know what your handsome husband has
been up to. I, frankly, never thought he would do something like
that. I mean, to take advantage of me when I had a bit too much to
drink, vulnerable over losing my husband.”

“Which one, Lauren?” Karen asked, her voice
testy with anger. Anger, Ryhs could see, that was directed at both
of them.

“Oh. Dean. The last one, of course. But then,
I don’t think Ryhs here cared if it was my first or third. He had
to have his way with me. And now, my life is a mess. I don’t know
what I’ll do. I’m not the mothering kind.” She sniffed and looked
out the window, taking the opportunity of shocked silence to say,
“I really hope you don’t hate me, Karen. I did everything I could
to keep him off me. But I was so drunk…”

Ryhs stomped on the brakes and pulled over to
the side of the road.

“You’re a liar,” he shouted. “This whole
thing is a sham. You came on to me. In the bathroom at your office.
I turned you down when you grabbed me, and now you want to ruin my
family life. Get out of the car. Now.”

“You’re going to make the mother of your
unborn child walk on the freeway? Are you trying to add
manslaughter to rape? I can’t believe you could be this unfeeling.
Karen, please. Have mercy on me. Karen?”

Karen was looking out the window at the
diffused light of a fast-approaching dusk. Trees and swamp willow
lay beyond the wide shoulder of the four-lane road. Her shoulders
were shaking, and tears threatened to spill over onto her
pain-wracked face.

“Karen,” Ryhs said gently. “It’s not true. I
give you my word. She’s insane. I never told you about what she did
because I didn’t want to hurt you. You loved your job and you
thought she was your friend. I thought ignoring her would make it
go away.” He reached out to touch her.

“Shut up! Both of you! I don’t know who to
believe.” Now she was crying in earnest. “I need some time to
think. I don’t want to believe her, Ryhs. But look at her! She’s
always gotten every man she went after.”

“I’m not every man,” Ryhs said quietly. His
tone was measured, and he found himself becoming angry at Karen for
doubting him.

“Just drive,” Karen said. “Get her the hell
out of our car. Away from my child. I might be the stupidest bitch
on earth, but I can’t leave her stranded.”

“Oh, thank you, Karen,” Lauren said. “I
always knew we were-”

“Shut up, Lauren. If I ever see you again, I
will slash your pretty face. You won’t be stealing anyone else’s
husband then.”

Ryhs tried again. “Karen-”

“I said just drive and get her the fuck out
of the car. I’ll deal with you later.”

Ryhs was both hurt and angry. He glanced in
the rear-view mirror and saw the glee on Lauren’s face.

“You think you’re pretty special, don’t you?”
he said. “Remember this. If I ever see you anywhere near my wife or
child, I will do more than slash your face.”

Lauren stared back at Ryhs with a confident
look. She pointed a bright fingernail at him and said, “Just
drive.”
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It was late afternoon when Jayden woke up in
her motel room. The accumulative effects of finding out what Nick
had been up to and what she had done to exact revenge had taken
their toll and demanded sleep. Except for a feeling of amazement of
what she had actually done (Part of her thought she had been on
autopilot. No way could she have resorted to that!), she was
feeling well-rested and calm. Actually, she was amazed the cops
hadn’t knocked on her door yet. It would have been easy to find her
car; she hadn’t exactly been hiding. Aside from the two leading
characters in the porn flick, she would be the first person they
would want to question.

You’re welcome to come and get me.

She had already decided she would not deny
what she had done. She had no alibi and Nick had no excuse. Case
closed.

After she visited the ATM, gassed up the car,
and gotten something to eat, it was late afternoon. She was in a
hurry to leave, and the family reunion could not have come at a
better time. It was a good excuse to get out of Dodge.

It would be dark when she finally got to
Uncle Paul and Aunt Bea’s place and she would be late. But she
wasn’t worried. The cookout and gabfest would last late into the
night. She couldn’t wait to see everyone.

She turned on the radio, tried listening to
various types of music, but it all seemed to jangle her nerves. She
finally had to admit that the ordeal had affected her more than she
wanted to believe. Eventually she would have to come to terms with
Nick’s betrayal. She thought she should just cry and get it over
with. But it was too soon for tears. Anger would come before that,
and she guessed it already had. Maybe she was just a little more
than pissed off. Anger was what had fueled her planning and waiting
for the perfect time to get him back. And judging by how well she
had gotten him back, she must have been near the boiling point. She
was quite sure that was one thing she and Nick could agree on.

A couple of shots of Jack would calm her
nerves just fine. But until then, she would have to make do. She
rolled down the window and breathed in the late summer air. It was
unseasonably cool for August. But it was better than the hot muggy
stuff they were usually subjected to this time of year.

She took the exit for I-39 North, relieved to
have the sinking sun out of her eyes. In an hour or so, she would
take a few roads east before finding U.S. 10. There was no
clear-cut way to get to Paul and Bea’s place, but she enjoyed the
rather circuitous route. As dusk took over the day, her eyes
searched the ditches for deer or other wildlife that might be on
the verge of running into the road. She would be heartbroken if she
harmed an animal.

She loved animals and all things nature. It
was just one of the many things she and Nick did not have in
common. He used to say she was his little tree hugger. Not because
he thought it was cute, but because he knew she didn’t like it. It
was demeaning. It put all defenders of nature on the same level as
those he had contempt for. She was just one more crazy person who
thought there was a connection between all things.

Her GPS spotted the turn off before she did.
It was here, between Waupaca and Amherst, on a high hill
overlooking the 4-lane highway, that Paul and Bea’s property
spanned over two-hundred acres. The old farmstead and surrounding
outbuildings were well-cared for. Forty acres grew corn: tall and
tasseled, soon ready for harvesting. Another forty was a hayfield.
The rest consisted of hardwoods, fir, and a variety of other trees.
Much of the land still showed evidence of its past life as pasture:
tall oaks with very little undergrowth.

Jayden could already see the bonfire at the
top of the hill. She turned onto the side road and drove up the
long gravel drive. Her heart skipped a beat as she recognized many
of her family and friends standing around the fire. She pulled off
to the side and parked near several other vehicles.

Amid the boisterous greetings, Sam’s voice
stood out as the loudest. “Where the hell have you been?” he
shouted, raising a bottle of beer. “Oh, that’s right. Jayden is
always fashionably late.”

“You’re such a redneck,” she said. She hugged
her brother.

Sam Newberry was twenty-two years old. He was
two inches shy of six feet, with wavy brown hair and brown eyes. He
usually wore a baseball cap, and tonight was no exception. “Go,
Brewers!” Jayden said, giving his hat a tug, pointing the bill
backwards instead of toward the front.

“Hey, don’t mess with my s-s-style,” Sam
said, handing her a beer. “Just be glad you take after me. Good
looks, but unfortunately, you got the short end of the stick in
that department.”

Jayden rolled her eyes and Sam pulled her
pony tail. They looked very much alike, and if not for the fact
that five years separated them, many would be apt to say they were
twins. Sam stuttered when he was nervous or excited. And that only
made the stuttering worse.

“It’s good to see you, Sam,” Jayden said,
giving him a peck on the cheek. She raked a finger across his
stubble. “When you gonna shave this? You know you shouldn’t try to
grow a beard until you grow up.”

“Mom!” Sam yelled. “Jayden’s picking on
me!”

David and Kathy Newberry rushed up to Jayden.
She greeted her parents and the others who gathered round: Paul and
Bea, along with their children, Keith, Sally, and Carrie. Carrie’s
best friend, Katie Bristol, waved hello, and then her eyes turned
to Sam, watching his every move. Jayden made a mental note to ask
Sam about her. She wanted to tease him that Katie was still a minor
at seventeen.

She waved to the neighbors, Bill and Sarah.
They sat on lawn chairs and watched their twin five-year-old girls
and seven-year-old boy to make sure they did not get too close to
the fire.

Another set of neighbors, Henry and Emily
Westover, walked over. They lived just to the east on a farm of
their own. For as long as Jayden could remember, the Westovers and
Newberrys had been friends.

“It’s good to see you again,” Emily said,
patting Jayden’s arm. “How’s Nick?”

“Where is Nick, you mean,” Henry said,
pushing up his gold-rimmed glasses. His blue eyes questioned Jayden
from a work-worn face. He was in his sixties, on the heavy side,
with white hair.

Jayden gave an affectionate pull on Henry’s
faded bib overalls. “Nick is otherwise a little preoccupied right
now,” she said.

She always thought of Henry in his bibs as a
stereotype of a country farmer, but it was one that was true. She
hoped he would never change.

“Glad you’re here,” Emily said, giving her a
hug.

Jayden hugged her back. Emily Westover would
never win a fashion show. She felt guilty thinking so, but it was
true. Em was a little on the plump and frumpy side, with her long,
light brown hair in a messy bun, the faded but direct blue eyes.
Nothing escaped those eyes, and right now, Jayden longed to tell
Emily what had happened to Nick. But now was not the time.

“I’ll talk to you later,” she said.

Emily nodded, a suspicious look on her face.
“Any time,” she said. “Come and get something to eat.”

Emily took one arm and Jayden’s mom took the
other.

“We need to fatten you up,” Emily said,
winking at Kathy.

Jayden laughed, thankful to be there.

Suddenly the wind kicked up and the air was
full of leaves and grit.

“What the hell!” Sam said. He sprinted to the
fire. “Uncle Paul, you still got the hose hooked up?”

Paul walked a few feet away, bent down, and
retrieved a green garden hose. He tested it to make sure the
pressure was good.

“Yep,” he said. “It’s right here. Don’t
worry. The wind won’t last. You know how it is. You live on a hill
and you get all sorts of changing weather.”

He dragged the hose to the other side of the
fire and began spraying the surrounding area to prevent a grass
fire.

Jayden froze. Something did not feel right.
She turned toward the closest field.

Corn stalks swayed and rippled with gusts of
wind, each stronger than the one before. An eerie howling began,
wending its way over the surrounding hilltops, through the
woodlands, and over the fields.

Jayden glanced at her brother. It was clear
that he, too, did not have a clue.

She had never heard anything like it before.
It almost sounded like a human moaning, crying in pain.

And then she heard the whispers. They came
from the south, closer and closer, until the rustling murmurs
became that of thousands, whispering conspiratorial secrets.

Jayden’s spine tingled and something tugged
at her conscious mind. It hinted that this was just the
beginning.

The Westovers’ cattle bellowed out in fear.
It was a collective cry, as though they were pitifully aware they
were about to be butchered. She heard the howl of a lone wolf, one
of the few in the area that had made its way south from the
northern part of the state. And then, just on the other side of the
fire, she spied the eyes of another. It ran toward the west.

An idea occurred to Jayden. But it was more
than an idea. It was a quiet knowing she tried to deny.

She looked up at the night sky, and where
there should have been stars, low scudding clouds now raced
eastward.

A sudden and horrific Boom! shook the
air and made her look down the hill toward the highway. She saw a
set of dim, barely visible headlights. She squinted her eyes to see
clearer, but the front of the car was facing down into a ditch. A
ditch, she saw as her eyes focused clearer, that ran across all
four lanes of the divided highway. A second later, a westbound
vehicle came to a sudden stop, accompanied by another loud
explosion of metal meeting wall.

The sporadic traffic below the farmstead
became a mass of headlights, tail lights, and brake lights. Tires
squealed, brakes smoked, horns wailed. Amidst it all, came the
screams of the injured and frightened.

Lightning arced across the sky. Thunder
boomed. And still, the frenetic whispering continued. With each
bolt of lightning, each boom of thunder, a tiny yet insistent voice
became embedded in Jayden’s brain. She had no words for it, only a
feeling that made her stare in awe.

Her eyes and ears became useless organs. She
no longer saw or heard the sounds of life and death around her. She
felt only an amalgamation of being. A oneness of all. But just as
suddenly as those feelings penetrated her being, her pragmatic side
rejected them.

“Bullshit,” she whispered. “It isn’t
possible.”

She became aware of her surroundings when
someone shouted, “Look! They’re coming our way!”

She watched a set of headlights veer off the
road. The vehicle became airborne for a moment before it slammed
down, found traction, and fish-tailed up the Newberry’s drive. In
the sporadic light of the ongoing lightning storm, a plume of dust
grew behind the approaching car.

The highway traffic continued to approach
from both the west and east. By now, most of the drivers could see
there was something very wrong. Some were able to stop in time.
Others were not.

Suddenly another event descended upon them.
It caused them to cry out in pain and bewilderment.

The first drops of rain struck hard. Not only
did they pelt Jayden and her loved ones with sudden force, they
sizzled with hot, acidic bites. High-pitched screams came from the
neighbors’ small children. Bill and Sarah ran to them, trying to
cover their skin with anything they could find: lawn chairs,
plastic tablecloths, their bodies.

Down the hill, more vehicles slammed into
other vehicles. A semi with a double load of trailers skidded to
avoid a tanker. The tanker was hauling propane, and it had come to
a stop before colliding into an SUV.

Three passengers exited the SUV and ran
toward the ditch. The semi driver hit the brakes, but the heavy
weight of his tractor and fully-loaded trailers obeyed the laws of
inertia. It slammed into the tanker with a tremendous force, and a
deafening roar filled the night as the tanker exploded, raining
fire in every direction. Two people started on fire. They ran,
helpless to put out the flames that engulfed them. They dropped to
their knees, tried to roll, but it was too late.

In the sporadic display of lightning, Jayden
saw a dozen people trudging up the hill. Another car left the road,
its driver’s intent, it seemed, was to follow the first vehicle
that was almost up to the bonfire. But a pickup truck swerved to
reach the driveway first. The front ends collided and slammed into
each other before flying in opposite directions.

Jayden swatted at the painful raindrops as
though they were biting mosquitos. Each time she tried to look for
her parents and brother, another loud explosion or confusing vision
accosted her. In the intermittent play of light and dark, bodies
either ran or trudged up the hill, getting closer to the Newberrys.
She did not have time to make sense of the awful sights and
sounds.

The first vehicle to leave the scene below
skidded to a stop and the driver got out. He opened the back door
and withdrew an infant. Then he ran to the front passenger side,
opened the door, and shouted. A blonde female jumped out of the
back seat.

Someone grabbed Jayden by the arm. It was
Sam. He was yelling at her to run. She turned and saw their parents
shouting for them to hurry. They looked horrified.

A blood-chilling scream ripped through the
air a few feet away. Jayden turned to discover yet another horror,
and her mind wanted to deny what her eyes saw.

The newly-arrived couple and baby were being
attacked by a middle-aged man in a dark-blue business suit. The
driver tried to push the woman and child aside, but the businessman
lunged and bit the woman in the neck. He ripped out a large chunk
of skin and tissue with his teeth. The woman’s severed carotid
artery pumped blood into the air, and the business man greedily
swallowed her flesh, all the while reaching for the baby.

Jayden covered her mouth in horror, unable to
move.

The man screamed, “Karen!”

She did not think she had ever heard more
anguish uttered in a single word.

The man tried to grab the infant and keep the
crazed businessman at bay. He was unable to hold on to the woman,
and she collapsed to the ground. He reached for the child, but the
businessman pulled the baby’s leg and wrenched the child free.

Again the man cried out. “Brittney!”

The man punched the killer in the head and
torso, trying to dislodge the child. The baby cried and screamed,
frightened and confused. But still the businessman, now covered in
blood and gore, would not release the child.

The man hesitated, fearful of harming the
child. When he could see it was obvious the child would be bitten,
too, he struck out again, and pummeled the attacker with his
fists.

Jayden pulled from Sam’s grip. “Oh, my God,
Sam! We have to help him!”

She searched the ground and saw a
long-handled flashlight that she knew was sturdy and heavy. She
grabbed it and ran toward the fight. Sam was right behind her.

Just as she lifted the flashlight to strike
the businessman, he tore into the baby and silenced it mid-scream.
The flashlight missed the mark and struck the killer on the back of
the neck. It had no effect. The killer began to eat.

The man, who Jayden now thought of as the
husband and father, collapsed to the ground. He attempted to stem
the flow of blood from his wife’s neck.

“Help!” he shouted. “Please! Help me!”

The blonde from the back seat screamed. She
ran from a teenaged girl with rings protruding from her ears,
eyebrow, and nose. The girl shuffled after the woman, arms
outstretched, hands clenching the air.

The blonde ran up to Jayden and Sam. “Do
something! What are you just standing there for?”

Jayden looked down at the businessman still
eating the baby, and though it took five times, she smashed his
head in with the flashlight.

The husband was beside himself. He cried over
his wife but it was clear she would not make it. He tried to stem
the flow of arterial blood, but it continued to find passage
through his fingers. It sprayed his face before it ebbed and flowed
to a trickle.

Jayden scanned the crowd, looking for her
parents. But once again, she was distracted by the blonde.

“Do something! She’s coming!”

Jayden saw the shuffling teen with the
strange dead eyes. Her jaws opened and closed, and she zeroed in on
the blonde. A morbid fascination held Jayden still for a
moment.

“Stop,” she managed to say. “I said,
Stop!”

The girl ignored her and continued to shuffle
and reach out for the blonde. Jayden heard the wet, slurpy
growls.

She aimed the flashlight as though it was a
baseball bat. She stepped forward, saw the girl’s flesh that was
blackening like the businessman’s, and made her decision. She
closed in on the girl, swung, and struck her full in the face.
Instead of the sound of breaking bones, though in fact, there was
that, too, there was an overriding crunch of a smashed pumpkin.

The girl took another step, still hissing
that weird wet sound, and Jayden struck her again. This time she
fell to the ground and did not get up.

Jayden was filled with outrage. Her mind was
unable to fully grasp the idea that this part of the world had
turned into a Middle East battlefield. At least those terrorists
were human. These things weren’t even close. They were like dead
people walking around on autopilot, mindlessly looking for someone
to eat. She had a feeling they would have no interest in the
cookout food that still lay on the picnic table a few yards
away.

The blonde grabbed Jayden’s arm. “There’s
another! Kill it!”

Jayden’s rage had not diffused. She saw an
elderly woman shuffling toward them, and beyond her, there were at
least another dozen of the dead things. All of them were walking
with their arms and hands stretched out, jaws working as they
growled in raspy voices.

Where the hell had they all come from?

The blonde woman shouted again. This time,
Jayden interrupted her and said, “Kill them yourself. I’ve had
enough of you.”

She turned away and saw her uncle. At first,
the scene did not register in her mind. “Uncle Paul! We need to get
everyone into the barn!”

Beyond her uncle, she saw her Aunt Bea, her
parents, and some of her cousins. They all were in some degree of
fight or flight. And it was not until she looked closer that she
understood what her eyes were seeing. Her family was being attacked
from every direction by things that were just like the two she had
killed.

Paul Newberry never heard his niece. In fact,
he never heard anything again, except, perhaps, his own scream. He
was being attacked by a middle-aged couple in square dancing
clothes.

Sam ran up and pulled Jayden toward the barn.
She hadn’t even noticed that he had left her side. “Run!” he
screamed. “Run!”

Henry and Emily Westover were over on her
right. Henry had a bloody bat in his hands. There was a downed dead
thing at his feet, and three more were closing in.

He pushed his wife toward Jayden and Sam,
smashed the heads in of the three dead things, and ran to the man
still hunched over his dead wife. He had drug his baby to lie
between them.

“Get up!” Henry shouted. “You can’t help them
now. You can only help yourself.”

The man looked up, but he did not comprehend
anything.

“I said get up, man. Get up!” Henry reached
down and pulled him halfway up. The man’s eyes finally cleared and
he rose to his feet.

Henry blasted another dead thing with the
bat, and chunks of matter flew everywhere.

Jayden pulled from Sam’s grip and ran to
Henry. It was clear Henry meant to save the man whether he wanted
saving or not. She grabbed the man’s free arm, and together she and
Henry pulled and prodded until all three were running to the
Newberry barn.

Sam and Emily ran ahead, and the blonde
Jayden had helped, was right behind them. Katie Bristol sprinted
toward Sam, her face streaked with wet mascara.

“We have to get to the shelter,” Henry
yelled. “We’ll be safe there.”

Jayden knew what he was referring to. The
shelter was a decades-long project Uncle Paul had been working on.
Henry Westover had helped him, telling everyone that Paul was one
of those sur-vi-valists, in his best southern drawl.

She picked up the pace. It was true. They
would be safe in the shelter, and she hoped there would be enough
room for them all. She searched again for her parents. She could
not find them and panic welled up inside her.

“Mom! Dad! Where are you?” She could no
longer see them.

She, Henry, and the man they had saved,
caught up with Sam and Emily. Emily turned and reached for Jayden.
“You have to come, Jayden. They didn’t make it.”

Jayden stumbled and would have fallen, if not
for Henry’s strong arm. “What?”

Sam turned and grabbed Jayden. His expression
told her it was true before he even said a word.

“No!” she cried. “No!”

“We can’t help them,” he said. There were
tracks of tears on his dirty, soot-stained face. “Come on. We don’t
have time.”

Jayden let herself be led to the back of the
barn, all the while hating herself for not trying to rescue her
parents before it was too late. Instead, she had helped rescue a
total stranger.

Henry reached down and pulled open a pair of
metal doors that were flush with the ground. Emily trained her
flashlight down the hole and went first, her head disappearing
below ground level. A few seconds later, a pale light shone from
below.

“Everyone, get inside,” Henry shouted.
“They’re almost here. Hurry!”

What remained of the living ran down the
stairs and into the shelter. Jayden was the second to the last to
go. She paused a few moments with Henry at the top of the stairs,
one of the heavy metal doors already closed.

“The rain is gone,” she said. She looked up
at the sky. The centuries-old man in the moon leered down at them
from his opaque home.

Somewhere not far away, perhaps as near as a
quarter of a mile, a wolf howled at the moon. This time its voice
sounded eerily sad.

Jayden and Henry stepped down, and the second
heavy door clanged shut.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


 


Cayden Parker looked out the front passenger
window. They were on the road again and he couldn’t wait to play
tonight. He had to admit, it was his second most favorite thing to
do. So all in all, he figured he was having a good day. Not a
good good day. But good. Better than most.

He loved getting away from his hometown and
playing guitar in a sleazy bar where no one knew him. It was like
getting a second chance to be yourself again. He hated being so
small; five-five, and a hundred and thirty-five pounds on a good
day. Which was today, he reminded himself. His blonde hair was
longish and he meant to grow it longer. Rings in his ears,
eyebrows, and nose. He even had one in his left nipple, but no one
was even close to seeing that one. Tattoos appeared here and there.
More of those to come, too. He liked those things because then
people looked at his bling and tats. Not him. It was a good way to
hide if you couldn’t be anywhere else.

He glanced over at Mr. A, his music teacher.
It was because of him that this was happening. Once, in a weak
moment, he had fantasized what it would be like to have Mr. Logan
Andrews for his dad. But one look at the big guy’s six-foot height,
black hair, and dark blue eyes, would be enough for most people to
figure out that Cayden hadn’t come from that gene pool. Well, maybe
the eyes, but Cayden’s were just the regular blue, not the piercing
dark blue that made you think twice about lying your ass off to
him. Not that he hadn’t lied to Mr. A. It was just something he
did, and usually, quite well.

Logan Andrews passed the car ahead of them
before once again setting the cruise control. Without moving his
eyes off the road, he said, “Our first big gigs. Appleton and
Madison, no less. You’re going to be great. I’m really proud of
you.”

He’s proud of me? Cayden thought. If
it wasn’t for Mr. A, none of this would have been possible. He
never would have learned those riffs, progressions, nothing. At
least not to the degree he could play them now.

“You have a real chance to get somewhere with
this,” Logan said. “If that’s what you want, that is.”

“Not exactly what my parents want for me,”
Cayden said.

“What do they want?” Logan asked, thinking he
already knew the answer.

“Oh, you know. ‘Why can’t you start preparing
yourself to be a doctor or lawyer, or something along those lines?’
I told them to let me borrow their credit card, and then I’d show
them what kind of lines I was interested in.”

Logan ignored the drug inference. Cayden was
seventeen and many his age were into it. Hell, Logan had been into
it when he was young. But he wasn’t young anymore. He was
forty-seven and way past stupid. Aside from voicing the rules of
the road, no drugs or alcohol, Logan had decided he wasn’t going to
pretend to be anyone’s moral judge. But he would keep an eye out
for his favorite student. No one was going to come anywhere close
to messing with this kid.

Cayden did not have to have Logan Andrews
voice those thoughts. Like other kids in the middle of an identity
crisis, he was hyper vigilant about reading others. And he could
usually read Mr. A quite well.

“But hey, Mr. A,” Cayden said with his usual
bravado, “we’re going to bring the house down. It’s gonna be
great.”

Logan smiled and held out his fist for a
knuckle bump. He pretended it hurt when Cayden clipped him.

Cayden hid his smile by looking out at the
dark night. He couldn’t wait to hear the bass pound through the
room, amped up beyond anyone’s comfortable hearing range. And his
guitar… God, how he loved playing lead! At one time, he thought
he’d never be as good as Mr. A. But now, even though he would never
say it, he knew he was far better and getting better every day. He
loved the classic rock songs and the way a good beat could get
inside you and make you feel alive. Not like that over-processed
crap most kids listened to. It was his desire to one day be the
best guitarist alive. Even better than Clapton.

He was just starting to think about what his
favorite thing to do was, when Mr. A said, “What the hell-”

Cayden’s warm, euphoric thoughts of acquiring
a dub of percs tonight vanished when he saw chaos on the road
ahead. Not only that, the sky was suddenly lit up by bolts of
lightning with accompanying crashes and booms of thunder. Rain
began to fall in huge drops, and he wondered where it had come
from. Not long ago, he had been looking at the stars.

Logan braked far longer than he had to, but
he wanted the traffic coming up behind them to be alert for what
appeared to be a super accident involving multiple vehicles. What
was weirder yet was the absence of any red or blue lights. No cops
or EMS vehicles in sight. He grabbed his cell and dialed 911. No
one answered. It just kept on ringing and ringing.

“I’m sure the cops already know and are on
their way,” Logan said. “They must be flooded with calls right
now.”

“Shit,” Cayden said. “We’re gonna be
late.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Logan said. “We’ll
get there in time. I’m afraid with how bad this looks that there
may be fatalities.”

Soon they came up behind the last vehicles to
stop. A line of red tail lights lit up the night for several yards.
Suddenly a loud explosion ripped through the night.

“Jesus Christ!” Cayden shouted. “What was
that?”

They watched in shock as fire rained down
from the blast. Smaller explosions soon followed. They saw
headlights veer off the road and race to the south. A fire was near
the top of the hill. Cayden wondered why anyone would want to rush
to a fire.

Logan opened his window and stuck out his
head for a better view. “Ouch!” he said, quickly shutting the
window. “The rain feels like acid!” He felt his face and the pain
transferred to his hand.

“Uh, Mr. A…” Cayden said. “Something don’t
look right with those people. Have a look see.”

Logan’s eyes narrowed in confusion before
widening in surprise.

There were people walking toward them in a
strange, shuffling gait. When others exited their vehicles in an
attempt to assist, they were suddenly and viciously attacked. They
were bit in their necks and faces, and because of pain and shock,
easily overcome. They screamed and fell to the ground. It did not
take long for Logan and Cayden to understand that they, too, would
soon be under attack.

Logan made sure the doors were auto locked
and put the van in reverse. He struck a car behind them and soon
realized he would not be able to drive in reverse. Traffic was
stalled behind them for at least a quarter mile and growing longer.
He had no choice of where to drive, only how.

“Mr. A! Get us the fuck out of here!” Cayden
screamed.

“Hang on!” Logan shouted.

He put the van in drive and made a sharp
right turn onto the shoulder and gunned it. Up ahead, all he could
see were the strange creatures he no longer thought of as human.
They were everywhere, and as his mind insisted on taking a vacation
from this version of reality, he was pulled back when he felt the
tires beneath them bounce and jolt over those strange dead things.
He could hear the slick, squishy sound of the van’s wheels trying
to find traction on a road that had temporarily transformed into a
biological being.

“There! Follow those cars!” Cayden said. He
pointed to a pair that was almost up to the hilltop fire. A
campfire, he could now see.

Logan hit the gas and they were airborne. The
van came down with a sudden jolt that made their teeth chatter, and
suddenly they were on a gravel road, fish-tailing up the hill.
Rocks struck the undercarriage, and dust from the previous vehicles
still floated in the air, making it difficult see.

By now the acidic rain had stopped, but there
was still enough moisture on the windshield to turn the air-born
dust into mud. Logan quickly cleaned it off with the wipers, and by
the time they reached the campfire, they saw that this area, too,
was the site of a massacre. Dozens of the dead things were hovering
in various positions over their victims, pulling out intestines
that looked like sausages in natural casings.

Cayden made an urping sound and threw up on
his feet. The stench of vomit was sudden and overpowering.

Logan watched in horror as bodies lying on
the ground stood up, turned their heads toward the van, and began
the awkward shuffling gait he had seen on the highway. They entered
the area lit up by the van’s headlights, and it was obvious they
had suffered life-threatening injuries. Yet here they were, looking
suspiciously like… zombies! Logan’s brain was awash with yellow
warning lights. It advised him he was dangerously close to losing
it. Everyone knew there were no such things as zombies. The term,
itself, induced ridicule.

Logan forced himself to calm down and think.
He had no idea of where to go, so he began by circling the carnage,
looking for a way out.

Cayden wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Over
there, Mr. A! I think I just saw someone run behind the barn. It
looked like a normal person.” He studied the spot. “Not positive,
but I think so.”

Logan scanned the area. He could see nothing
but a huge red barn.

Something struck the side of the van. They
were surrounded again. Animated bodies flung their hands and faces
at the windows, all the while making wet, slurpy growls. They were
being pummeled from every direction.

“Run ‘em over, Mr. A!” Cayden screamed. “Run
‘em over, or
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